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Where the Streets Are Paved with Glod: 

The Role of Civil Society in Ankh-Morpork Community and Civic Life 

Jon Dean 

 

From philanthropic organisations such as the Sunshine Sanctuary for Sick Dragons and the 

City Watch Widows and Orphans Fund, to activist bodies like the Committee for Equal 

Heights and the Anti-Silicon Defamation League, alongside the network of Guilds, civil 

society thrives within Ankh-Morpork, with roles in city governance, welfare, and 

representation. Drawing on theories of civil society and voluntary sector scholarship, this 

chapter maps Ankh-Morpork’s civil society organisations. It addresses how, in Pratchett’s 

fully-functioning fantasy world, civil society has evolved to further the representation of 

certain social demographics, functions as a source of bureaucratic humour, and as an active 

partner in civic function, while providing the community and networks that bad actors 

require to meet their ends and drive the stories forward. The chapter seeks to answer the 

central research question, ‘how is civil society presented in Ankh-Morpork, and what does 

this framing say about civil society?’ 

The chapter takes the following steps. First, it will briefly define and conceptualise civil 

society, introducing readers to key aspects of this sector, particularly focusing on the role of 

the voluntary sector, charitable organisations, and mutual aid within the larger world of civil 

society. Second, it will offer a model for building a typology of civil society organisations, 

drawing on sociologist Amy Sanders’s work in fictional worlds, and the civic action 

framework from Adalbert Evers and Johan Von Essen.1 Third it moves onto outlining 

several groups, associations, movements, and other formations of formal civil society found 

within Ankh-Morpork, unpacking how they work and how they fit within such a typology. 

Then the chapter offers an analysis of this presentation of civil society, explaining how it 

helps us understand civil society, and Pratchett’s view of it, on ‘Roundworld’ (or Earth for 

the unimaginative), and what it means that civil society gets represented in such a way in a 

 
1 Amy Sanders, ‘“From the moment those two joined the committee it’s been grunge bands, sumo wrestlers 

and souffle competitions”: What Ambridge’s civil society says about UK politics in 2019’, in Flapjacks and 

Feudalism: Social Mobility and Class in The Archers, eds. Nicola Headlam and Cara Courage(London: 

Emerald, 2021), 295-320; Adalbert Evers and Johan von Essen, ‘Volunteering and civic action: Boundaries 

blurring, boundaries redrawn’, Voluntas 30, no. 1 (2019): 1-14. 
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thickly-described fantasy world.2 This analysis focuses on a critique of Pratchett’s limited 

use of a wider pool of citizens (outside of central heroes and state institutions) for social 

good, and the realism of the space different elements of civil society take part in. Finally, 

the chapter offers a conclusion, addressing some of the limitations of this analysis, but more 

so focusing on how understandings of the fictional can help civil society researchers in the 

future. 

 

What Is Civil Society? 

Civil society is the broadest definition of the space between the state and the citizen. When 

we talk of organisations and activities that are not of the state or government, not profit-

making businesses, and not individuals and families, we are talking about civil society 

institutions.3 These can include universities, trade unions, faith groups, social and protest 

movements, and charities and voluntary organisations, and is a space for social action,4 but 

also social deliberation,5 and the building and application of social capital.6 To try and sketch 

out the hole of civil society on the Disc is beyond the remit of this chapter (and Unseen 

University probably requires a volume in itself), so this chapter concentrates upon the largest 

realm within discussions around civil society, namely that which scholars term the voluntary 

sector, vicariously known as the community, nonprofit, or third sector, and what most 

ordinary people call charities or voluntary groups. These are entities that are organised, 

private, do not distribute profits, are self-governing, and benefit the community in some 

way.7 There are millions of such groups worldwide, making huge contributions to social 

welfare and leisure.  

Generally, the voluntary sector refers to organisations that have a certain formality: either 

they are registered with a central body for regulation purposes, or they receive some special 

demarcation within the tax code. What makes them special is the source of their resourcing, 

 
2 Clifford Geertz, ‘Thick description: Toward an interpretive theory of culture’, in The Cultural Geography 

Reader, ed. Timothy Oakes, (London: Routledge, 2008): 41-51. 
3 Adalbert Evers and Jean-Louis Laville, The Third Sector in Europe (London: Edward Elgar, 2004).  
4 Silke Roth and Clare Saunders, Organising for Change (Bristol: Bristol University Press, 2023). 
5 Michael Edwards, Civil society (Cambridge: Polity, 2014).  
6 John Butcher, ‘Government, the third sector and the rise of social capital’, Third Sector Review 12, no. 1 

(2006), 69-88. 
7 Lester Salamon and Helmut Anheier, ‘Social Origins of Civil Society: Explaining the Nonprofit Sector Cross-

Nationally’, Voluntas 9 no. 3 (1998), 213–248. 
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and their reason for being. They have not been legislated into existence by statute (such as 

government departments or semi-autonomous bodies), nor are they aiming to provide profit 

to shareholders (like businesses). Instead, they exist because a certain number of citizens 

decided they are needed, and therefore clubbed together (either through volunteering their 

time or raising funds) to establish an organisation seeking to solve a problem or contribute 

to society. These can obviously range from the most frontline issues (environmental 

protection, medical research, tackling homelessness), to the more minor and local (providing 

spaces for kids’ sports, or communities-of-interest hobby societies). Funded by a mixture of 

donations, surplus-generating retail (such as charity shops), or contracting out services to 

governments or privately, voluntary organisations range from the enormous U.S.-based 

Foundations that distribute large sums of money to a host of causes, to a friendly society in 

a small village hall, where attendees make a small contribution each week, to tackle 

loneliness and isolation among an older population. The whole of human life exists in the 

voluntary sector, often seeking to make the world a better place. More informal groups often 

get excluded from established ‘sectoral’ ways of thinking, as does informal helping between 

neighbours and communities:8 frustratingly, this analysis follows that pattern, with no space 

to incorporate much analysis of informal volunteering in Ankh-Morpork, which may be 

more present in less organised places, like rural Lancre.9 It is well-acknowledged that 

conceptualisations of both civil society and the voluntary sector are always slightly fuzzy, 

with the edges of what belongs in what sector changeable and hybrid, but hopefully this brief 

overview is operationalizable enough for our analysis of such groups and behaviours on the 

Discworld.10 

 

Building a Typology of Civil Society 

In sociologist Amy Sanders’s research, she uses one of the great British data sets (that just 

happens to be fictional). Part of a larger inter-disciplinary academic project to study The 

 
8 Jon Dean, Informal volunteering, inequality, and illegitimacy, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 51, 

no. 3 (2022), 527-544. 
9 Informal volunteering and community kindness are found in the most unlikely of places. When 

Mrs Gammage, an old lady who frequents an undead bar, is burgled, the undead community sought out the 

burglars, returned all the stolen goods, and left the thieves without a drop of blood in their bodies. ‘You know, 

you get told a lot of bad things about the undead, but you never hear about the marvellous work they do in the 

community’, in Terry Pratchett, Feet of Clay (London: Corgi, 1997), 124-5. 
10 David Billis and Colin Rochester, Handbook on Hybrid Organisations (London: Edward Elgar, 2020).  
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Archers,11 the world’s longest running serial drama, a daily BBC radio production focused 

on the fictional village of Ambridge in middle England, Sanders asks ‘why is civil society 

framed the way it is, and what does this tell us about the real world?’ Sanders operationalises 

three typologies to assess civil society in The Archers over the period of time directly 

following the Brexit Referendum. These focus on civil society’s role in political/social, and 

contested/consensual activity (discussed below); assessing where activity fits on a 

mutualism-philanthropy spectrum, where activity is either based on mutual aid (working 

together for the benefit of all), or giver-receiver relationships (where those with spare 

money, goods, or time give to those without);12 and a professional-volunteer spectrum, a 

much-discussed concern over whether charity-led services are better because of their human 

touch, or poorer, because of its more haphazard, informal nature.13 

The first of these typologies especially gives us a useful and power-centric way to map and 

analyse the forms and contribution of civil society that take place in Ankh-Morpork. 

Drawing on Evers and Von Essen’s work on the boundaries between volunteering and civil 

society,14 this typology seeks to categorise voluntary action and organisations, according to 

a two-by-two framework, with one axis moving from political sphere to social sphere, and 

the other axis moving from contested to consensual. The political sphere sees deliberations 

take place and decisions get made, whereas the social sphere is characterised by 

associational activities; the contested side is where conflictual activities occur, whereas the 

right-hand side is more consensual and maintains the status quo. Contested activity in the 

political sphere includes campaigning, dissent, and resistance activities, whereas consensual 

political activity includes participating in conventional decision-making mechanisms. In the 

social sphere, contested activity may be made up of social innovation to meet individual’s 

basic needs, but consensual activity is formed of conventional services to meet basic needs.  

Approaching analysis in this way allows us to start to organise the sort of civic activity we 

see in Ankh-Morpork, but both axes should always be thought of as a continuum, with the 

 
11 Cara Courage, Nicola Headlam, and Peter Matthews. (2016). The Archers in Fact and Fiction: Academic 

Analyses of Life in Rural Borsetshire, (London: Peter Lang, 2016). 
12 Petr Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution, (London: Porter Sergeant, 1914); Susan Ostrander and 

Paul Schervish, ‘Giving and getting: Philanthropy as social relation’, in Critical Issues in American 

Philanthropy, ed. Jon Van Til (San Franciso: Jossey Bass), 67-98.  
13 Marie Kim and Étienne Charbonneau, ‘Caught between volunteerism and professionalism: Support by 

nonprofit leaders for the donative labor hypothesis’, Review of Public Personnel Administration 40, no. 2 

(2020): 327-349. 
14 Evers and von Essen, ‘Volunteering and civic action’, 5; Sanders, ‘From the moment’, 303. 
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boundaries to some extent always blurred. This model helps us understand the degree to 

which ‘popular engagement is enacted in institutionalised spheres of politics or in social 

public spheres and, second, to which degree actions of popular engagement are contested or 

operating in line with what is widely agreed upon and prevailing in public opinion.’15 The 

top half of the diagram is state-centred activity, the lower half social-public forms of 

volunteering and associating: these ‘border on the private and include kinds of engagements 

found in community-building, semiformal social support networks and informal 

volunteering that entail more traditional forms of personal networks’.16 This model allows 

us to see when civic activity is nearer or further away from the power of state/city politics, 

and think about where it is concentrated. 

 

What Does Civil Society in Ankh-Morpork Look like? 

Ankh-Morpork is not a democracy. It operates a ‘one man, one vote, the Patrician’s the man, 

so he’s got the vote’ approach to maintaining political power, with occasional historic 

interventions from the Assassins Guild if the man at the top steps out of line. But the city 

does have a thriving civil society, of activism, voluntary organisations, and faith groups, 

alongside various civic chiefs, made up of Guild leaders and noble families. Many of the 

smaller organisations —the Ankh-Morpork Funny Vegetable Society,17 or the Dolly Sisters’ 

Baking and Flower Circle—18 are presented often, it seems, for fun, to laugh at the smallness 

of some citizen’s everyday interests compared to the big concerns of the main characters.19 

Lobbying power and the impression of influence are permitted (if not always listened to) by 

Lord Vetinari, the long-reigning Patrician who has revolutionised the city by bureaucracy. 

Ankh-Morpork is ruled in an ‘idiosyncratically despotic’ way, yet ‘had become the city 

where, for some reason, everyone wanted to live.’20 It’s home to the largest dwarf population 

outside of Überwald, a place where trolls wear suits, and where the undead are given a fair 

second shot at life. Its wealth is in its people and the things they do.   

 
15 Evers and Von Essen, ‘Volunteering and civic action’, 5.  
16 Ibid., 5-6.  
17 Terry Pratchett, The Truth (London: Doubleday, 2000), 313. 
18 Ibid., 72 
19 This is true on Earth as well; but the point of living in a liberal democracy is that institutions exist focusing 

on big issues so that people are free to enjoy their smaller, more esoteric interests as they wish. 
20 Terry Pratchett, Going Postal (London: Doubleday, 2004), 17. 
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The following sections detail and assess the various forms of civil society groups and action 

that occur in Ankh-Morpork. Starting with the guilds—the most prominent civil society 

organisations across and the city—we then move into examining several smaller groups, 

generally focused on specific charitable purposes. Ankh-Morpork’s resident activist, Reg 

Shoe, and his Fresh Start Club are discussed for their role in political dissent, and finally this 

section reviews the presentation of ‘bad’ civil society, as exemplified by the various elite 

plots to take over the city.  

 

Guilds and governance 

Everyone in this city looks after themselves. That’s what the guilds were for, people 

banded together against other people. The guild looked after you from cradle to 

grave, or in the case of the Assassins, to other people’s graves… It worked like a 

machine. That was fine except for the occasional people who got crushed in the 

wheels.21  

The guilds have a long history in Ankh-Morpork, acting as a cross between trade unions and 

membership organisations for various professions. Assassins, Fools, Seamstresses, the 

Ancient and Venerable Order of Greengrocers;22 there’s even a Dog Guild with a Chief 

Barker. Guilds do have a charitable function, taking in orphaned foundlings and training 

them up in a specific skill, but are rarely the central heroes of Pratchett’s stories. Sometimes 

neutral actors or more commonly as malevolent forces, Guilds are generally led by self-

interested, vaguely retrograde characters, getting in the way of central figures. The members 

of the Ankh-Morpork Order of Postal Workers Benevolent and Friendly Society (not secret, 

just ignored), for example, act as gatekeepers for the ‘proper’ functioning of the post, 

grudging towards change and modernisation, and are only won round by Moist von Lipwig 

after passing an horrendous test. 

But Guilds have become instrumental in the running of the city. For example, the Thieves’ 

Guild was a remarkable innovation by Lord Vetinari. ‘If you’re going to have crime, it might 

as well be organised crime’,23 goes the adage. The Thieves built an ornate Guildhouse, are 

 
21 Pratchett, Feet of Clay, 153. 
22 Terry Pratchett, Making Money (London: Doubleday, 2007), 385 
23 Terry Pratchett. Guards! Guards! (London: Corgi, 1990), 45 
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invited to civic banquets, and run training schemes. Citizens pay an annual fee, and face a 

set amount of licensed thieving each year. They are also responsible for cracking down on 

unlicensed theft (a similarity to when states and charities form understandings as to 

responsibility for various duties, such as in the United Kingdom, where it is non-profit 

organisations which often lead on key areas such as animal welfare investigations, 

helicopter-based ambulance services, and rescues at sea. By giving all the guilds a habitus, 

and a place in the city’s infrastructure, in the consensual space but fulfilling a wide variety 

of both political and social roles, Pratchett can open up a new set of rules and institutional 

habitus in each novel, giving central characters a doxa to act against. 

As discussed, the Guilds are frequently operationalised for their bad side. They are a 

protectionist racket, guarding their industries. They also tend to be small-minded, inward-

looking and unimaginative both to protect their industry’s power and their leaders’ own 

positions at the top of it. ‘Tell those buggers at the Rat-Catchers’ Guild that I works for 

whoze I want and charges what I like,’ 24 says unlicensed rat-catcher Wee Mad Arthur when 

accosted by two Guild enforcers trying to stop him working without a Guild card. This 

protectionism is best exemplified by the Musician’s Guild, who play a antagonistic role in 

Soul Music. A small, rather ramshackle Guild, the Guild is merely a few small rooms above 

a barber shop. It is a miserable space, filled with miserable people, who don’t actually seem 

to like music, but have been put in charge of policing and licensing it across Ankh-Morpork.  

The Musicians Guild see it as their job to control music within the city, charging to register 

as a musician, followed by twenty percent of all fees, and a ‘voluntary compulsory’ annual 

contribution to the pension fund. The musicians can’t afford the fees until they’ve earned 

some money, and they can’t make any money because they are not Guild members. The 

Guild seek to limit music in Ankh-Morpork rather than promote it. But the model of 

devolving certain areas of policy to the professions themselves seems not about expertise, 

but about the rise of bureaucracy and responsibility or blame: 

Lord Vetinari had encouraged the growth of the Guilds. They were the big wheels 

on which the clockwork of a well-regulated city ran. A drop of oil here… a spoke 

inserted there, of course… and by and large it all worked. And gave rise, in the same 

way that compost gives rise to worms, to Mr Clete. He was not, by the standard 

 
24 Pratchett, Feet of Clay, 248. 
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definitions, a bad man; in the same way a plague-bearing rate, from a dispassionate 

point of view, a bad animal. 

Mr Clete runs the Musicians Guild, doing the ‘things in the world that need doing but people 

don’t want to do’25 like filing, minute-taking, and paperwork. He’d taken over the running 

of the Guild (from musician’s, who couldn’t run a bath), and made it work, with up-to-date 

membership rolls and ensured dues were paid. ‘It is a strange but reliable fact that whenever 

men throw off the yoke of tyrants and set out to rule themselves there emerges, like a 

mushroom after rain, Mr Clete.’26 One can see in Mr Clete, the colonial bureaucrats of 

Western European empires, who were willing to draw lines on maps, carving up the world 

for their own beneficence, rather than caring what anyone who had to live with the 

consequences actually thought. This being Ankh-Morpork, the threat of semi-comedic 

violence is never far away. If you play music in the city without a Guild license, they take 

your instrument away, and then ‘give it back to you,’27 shoving in where the sun doesn’t 

shine. Overall, the guilds’ leaderships are mostly a bunch of joyless functionaries, seeking 

to keep their own little cabal and fiefdom protected at all costs, where joy and free expression 

(in Soul Music), or the progression of an investigation into a suspicious death (Men at Arms), 

are stymied by rules and protectionism.  

The Guilds also have a role in city governance. For what is effectively a dictatorship, Lord 

Vetinari is aware of the importance of getting the consent of his people through some means, 

or, at least, wants to make people feel like they are being consulted. He takes representations 

from the Guilds and suitable business leaders, alongside the Watch, the wizards, and 

representatives of the noble families —but is generally playing 4D-chess with all of them, 

with enough information and understanding of the human psyche and his pawns to get the 

‘least worst’ result for the city each time. But because Pratchett hasn’t included any other 

formal members of the government, political conflict is needed for engaging plot and 

dialogue, to showcase the deliberations that would be taking place, and provide actors like 

Vetinari, Vimes, and Lipwig, venal actors to act against. The Rats Chamber (so named 

because it has a fresco of dancing rats on its walls, and also a pun on Rat, the German for 

council, as in Rathaus) is a place where civic leaders are invited to discuss matters of state: 

 
25 Terry Pratchett. Soul Music. (London: Corgi, 1995), 33. 
26 Ibid., 34. 
27 Ibid., 35. 
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The palace’s big ground-floor council chamber was packed. Most people had to 

stand. Every guild, every interest group and everyone who just wanted to say they 

had been there… was there.28 

It is also, like so many areas of Ankh-Morpork, a place ripe for plotting. As Queen Molly of 

the Beggars’ Guild says of the idea of removing Vetinari, ‘Lot of ordinary men sit around a 

table and talk and suddenly the world’s a different place?’29 So even in these spaces that are 

meant to showcase societies’ deliberations, a cornerstone of democracy, what we generally 

find is a lot of over-promoted, over-fed, navel-gazing bozos, leaving us relatively dispirited 

about the intellectual prowess of civic leaders, whom Lord Vetinari generally runs rings 

round.  

The Sunshine Sanctuary for Sick Dragons 

The Sunshine Sanctuary for Sick Dragons is a good example of consensual, social activity. 

Basic social needs (the protection of sick animals) are provided for by volunteers, paid for 

by donations, the classic animal protection model: 

There were pamphlets and appeals from the Sunshine Sanctuary for Sick Dragons 

– ‘Poor little VINNY’s fires were nearly Damped after Five years’ Cruel Use as a 

Paint-Stripper, but now—’ And there were requests for donations and talks, and 

things that added up to a heart big enough for the whole world, or at least that part 

of it that had wings and breathed fire.30 

This is one of the few places where we see explicit fundraising on Discworld, supplemented 

by the time we see donations raised through the use of menaces:31 Sam Vimes threatens to 

flame a mob after they try to kill all Lady Sybil’s dragons.32 There is also the feeling that 

the Sanctuary’s members are a group of interfering busybodies, posh ladies with too much 

time on their hands. In one aside in Men at Arms, the swamp dragon Chubby, reflects on 

how he was stolen from a blacksmith and taken in by the Sanctuary for Sick Dragons. He’s 

angry at being taken away by a ‘large woman’, supposedly one of the upper-class women in 

 
28 Pratchett, Making Money, 383. 
29 Pratchett, Feet of Clay, 232. 
30 Pratchett, Guards! Guards!, 129. 
31 Threats to give are usually more implicit rather than explicit: see Jon Dean, The Good Glow (Bristol: 

Policy Press, 2020).  
32 Pratchett, Guards! Guards!, 138. 
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Sybil Ramkin’s circle who have taken it upon themselves to save the swamp dragons, rather 

than live his happy life.33 This does feed into a wider narrative of much charitable action 

performing a protective, controlling function: that a capital-rich, middle-class know the 

‘right way’ to live, and will go in and trample over other, less fortunate people’s freedom 

with the aim of reinforcing their doxa.34 (It should be noted that there is generally a sexist 

undercurrent to accusations of ‘busybody-ness’, with it generally associated with female 

dominated occupations such as health visitors and social worker).35   

Widows and Orphans Fund 

In Feet of Clay, after taking AM$10,000 off an unsuccessful assassin, Sam Vimes adds it to 

the watches Widows and Orphans Fund. Fred Colon, so impressed by the donation, says, 

‘Any more windfalls like this and we’ll soon be able to afford some more widows.’36 The 

Widows and Orphans Fund is an obvious example of social, consensual civic action—the 

donation of money to provide for a group in need. The Watch’s increased prominence allows 

this charitable activity to be a more formalised arrangement than had happened previously, 

which was Vimes donating large parts of his salary each month to the widows and orphaned 

children of watchmen, and living a miserable, humble existence in part because of his guilt 

that he couldn’t do more. Later, he quips to the Patrician that ‘men are lining up for the 

dangerous beats’ because they know the support their families will get if they were to die 

was now generous.37 

Rights-based groups 

With the growth of different species in Ankh-Morpork, the number of groups seeking to 

represent their interests has also grown. The Golem Trust, run by Adora Belle Dearheart, is 

situated in an unloved part of the city, in a run-down shopfront. It is regularly vandalised 

and graffitied, speciesism supplanting racism as it often does on the Disc. The Trust works 

as a quasi-trade union for Golems, operating the purchase and sale of Golems, finding lost 

Golems, helping them save up to buy and free themselves, alongside producing educational 

pamphlets for the public, and generally representing the interests of Golems to the wider 

 
33 Terry Pratchett, Men at Arms (London: Corgi, 1993), 40. 
34 Dean, The Good Glow, 158. 
35 Anthea Symonds, ‘Angels and interfering busybodies: The social construction of two occupations’ Sociology 

of Health & Illness 13, no. 2 (1991), 249-264. 
36 Pratchett, Feet of Clay, 29.  
37 Terry Pratchett, Jingo (London: Corgi, 1997), 404. 
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city. While the Golems seem thankful for Miss Dearheart’s contributions, it is unclear to 

what extent the Golems drive the agenda at the Trust, raising issues around 

representativeness, a classic concern within voluntary sector activism.38 

For other species, there is a Silicon Anti-Defamation League, seeking to protect the interests 

of trolls, and a Committee for Equal Heights, doing the same for dwarfs. Those working for 

these groups are also generally presented as interfering busybodies, mixing ethnically-

sensitive enquiries with silly ones: ‘The Community Co-ordinator of Equal Heights for 

Dwarfs was demanding that dwarfs in the Watch be allowed to carry an axe rather than the 

traditional sword, and should be sent to investigate only those crimes committed by tall 

people.’39 Similarly, when, for marketing purposes, a human metal worker changes his name 

from Smith to Stronginthearm (dwarf craft being worth more): 

The Committee for Equal Heights had objected but things had mired somewhat 

because, firstly, most of the actual Committee was human, since dwarfs were 

generally too busy to worry about that sort of thing, and in any case their position 

hinged on pointing out that Mr Stronginthearm né Smith was too tall, which was 

clearly a sizeist discrimination and technically illegal under the Committee’s own 

rules.40 

He returns to this idea in Making Money, where the Committee argue for more dwarf 

representation in every facet of social life, for example, that because dwarfs are two-thirds 

the size of a human, there should be one and a half dwarfs for each human employed by the 

Post Office.41 It seems, in fact, that given the name of the complainer is Ms Estrella 

Partleigh, it is humans arguing for these changes, rather than dwarfs, who have more 

important things to focus on. This does speak to a Pratchett that feels slightly out of date in 

terms of the importance of diversity, equality and inclusion programmes, which have risen 

in importance and social focus in recent years following various social justice campaigns, 

and yet at the same time reasserting awareness that voluntary organisations often poorly 

represent those who they are meant to be for, where, for example, people with disabilities 

may not be given leadership, or indeed any, roles within charities focused on their 

 
38 James Charlton Nothing About Us Without Us: Disability Oppression and Empowerment, (London: 

University of California Press, 1998). 
39 Pratchett, Feet of Clay, 156. 
40 Ibid., 198.  
41 Pratchett, Making Money, 29. 
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condition.42 The Committee for Equal Heights is frequently held up for ridicule, as an overly 

fussy, woke brigade of do-gooders, who’ve been taken over by a ‘PC-gone-mad’ mentality. 

These groups are relatively conventional on Roundworld, but feel deeply innovative on the 

Disc, offering dissent and resistance, but somewhat misplaced given the incongruity 

between their leadership and who they are meant to be representing.  

The Fresh Start Club 

Reg Shoe is Ankh-Morpork’s resident dissenting activist, filling the contested space. When 

we first meet him in Reaper Man, he’s very much concerned with equal rights for the undead 

(‘Undead? Yes. Unperson? No!’).43 He’s founded the Fresh Start Club, an associational 

support group for people either newly undead, or who don’t quite fit into traditional undead 

stereotypes. Meeting in a poky room above a tailor’s shop, Shoe promotes his message of 

life not being over at death, and the ‘differently alive’ deserving more respect. Aping 

Alcoholics Anonymous, or a charity support-group for people with certain medical 

conditions, the framing of this group is well-known within voluntary sector spheres. 

However, Pratchett’s presentation of the Club is slightly more humorous and pathetic: very 

few people attend, Reg is angry at the undead’s apathy, and all the attendees are slightly 

broken. Reg is a bit of a fanatic, doing consciousness raising by shouting at dead bodies in 

the cemetery (who aren’t going to become undead). He doesn’t really listen to other people, 

assumes everyone agrees with him, and that he’s right and fighting for everyone else, 

without actually asking them what they want, like the stereotypical Marxist revolutionary 

telling people how they are oppressed. As one attendee says, ‘We only go along to the club 

to keep Reg happy… it’d break his heart if we stopped.’44 Of course, this group of losers 

and despondents rise up, find more meaning in their lives, and act heroically at the end of 

the novel, saving the day: the Fresh Start Club doing the job that the state-run City Watch 

would come to take up in later books. (We do see Shoe later join the Watch, and learn that 

he was a revolutionary while alive as well, leading much of the demands of the People’s 

Republic of Treacle Mine Road in Nigh Watch).  

Secret societies and bad civil society 

 
42 Charlton, Nothing About Us Without Us, 1998. 
43 Terry Pratchett, Reaper Man (London: Corgi, 1991), 112. 
44 Pratchett, Reaper Man, 113. 
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‘Guilds—Guilds! Ragtags of tradesmen and merchants!—Guilds, I say, have a 

voice in the r-unning of the city!’45  

Four times across the Watch novels, a group of ‘concerned citizens’ meet secretly in order 

to plot against what Lord Vetinari has done to the city. In Guards! Guards! a group of regular 

working-class men (including a thief, a dunnyman, and a plasterer and more) are led by a 

scheming secretary to bring back a dragon and return the city to the time of kings. In Men 

at Arms, Edward d’Eath tries to engineer a plot among the elite to bring him down, with Dr 

Cruces trying to assassinate Vetinari. Then, in Feet of Clay and The Truth, a group of elite 

citizens meet at dinner parties, soirees, and in historic mansions to namelessly scheme to 

replace Vetinari. While not charitable organisations in any way, these groups do show how 

strong social capital and mutual action can be weaponised in order to drive through ‘bad’ 

action.46 The Elucidated Brethren of the Ebon Night in Guards! Guards! for example, 

portray many of the features of a voluntary organisation: self-governing, not for profit, 

private, and relying on volunteers47 —they just happened to be summoning a dragon that 

would take over the city, using their civic contribution for their own ends.48  

Bolduc’s classic ethnographic study of a leading local civic association found that its success 

in representing the local community and its legitimacy came from ‘the perceived and actual 

qualities of the leaders which are considered “unusual”’, 49 and this unusualness often came 

from success and elite-status. With the feeling that the citizens of Ankh-Morpork will accept 

anything as long as it is entertaining, we see an elite frequently try and shape the city for 

their own interests, promising the ordinary citizens something flashy —like a new king— to 

grease the wheels of public support for their own benefit. Wealthy elites have been shown 

to use their philanthropy and supposed community-spirited action in order to preserve their 

own security and status,50 and here their connections and contribution to political 

functioning is to undermine and usurp it. They are angry at how things have changed and 

become (vaguely) more egalitarian. As one elite puts it, ‘So now, of course, we have a city 

where grocers have as much influence as barons. He even let the plumbers form a Guild! 

 
45 Pratchett, Men at Arms, 20. 
46 Simone Chambers and Jeffrey Kopstein, ‘Bad civil society’, Political Theory 29, no. 6 (1991), 837-865. 
47 Salamon and Anheier, ‘Social origins’.  
48 Dean, The Good Glow.  
49 Vincent Bolduc, ‘Representation and legitimacy in neighborhood organizations: A case study’, Journal of 

Voluntary Action Research 9, no.1-4 (1980): 165-178. 
50 Susan Ostrander, Women of the Upper Class (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994); Anand 

Giridharadas, Winners Take All: The Elite Charade of Changing the World (London: Allen Lane, 2018). 
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That’s against nature, in my humble opinion.’51 Civil society groups cult.ivate ‘goods’, 

including promoting cooperation and trust, provide a sense of belonging and meaning, and 

offer a space for sacrifice and mutual working, where people can raise above narrow self-

interest. However, as Chambers and Kopstein write, there’s no guarantee that those groups 

will necessarily be focused on the public good, or even what a substantial minority of people 

think of as the public good: lots of quite damaging groups are organised according to civil 

society principles, such as White Power movements.52 In short, voluntary organisations have 

to be for the benefit of others, but the definition of benefit rests in the actors’ hands. In short, 

charities and civil society action can be bad. 

Recently in the UK, various charities focused on removing the rights of transgender people, 

advancing neoliberal economics, or challenging accurate histories of Empire have gained 

public and political attention and acclaim.53 Personal subjectivity, ideology, and preference 

play a part in what we consider charitable.54 Volunteering is meant to bring benefit to 

society, but whose benefit? As ‘benefit’ is in the eye of the beholder, the outcomes of 

voluntary action may not always be positive, and that volunteering can have a negative 

impact on society, such as giving one’s time to a divisive group. There are negative elements 

to civil society can produce solidarity, but ‘solidaristic ties are hatred, degradation, and 

denigration of fellow citizens and fellow human beings’.55 If there is real strength in weak 

ties,56 and the elite have a solidaristic bond and class consciousness that wants to maintain 

their social status, Pratchett uses contested action in the political sphere as a narrative device 

to drive forward plot and create division, built on showcasing how supposedly civic minded 

behaviour can be bent to evil and manipulation of the public realm. 

 

Discussion: Assessing the Presentation of Discworld’s Civic Space 

 
51 Pratchett, Men at Arms, 115. 
52 Chambers & Kopstein, ‘Bad civil society’. 
53 Milka Ivanovska Hadjievska, ‘Civil society elites’ challengers in the UK: A frontlash/backlash perspective’, 

The British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 26 no. 1 (2024), 114-130. 
54 Jon Dean, Carissa Honeywell, and Andy Price ‘Volunteering: Welfare, control, and building a collective 

future’, in Reframing Nonprofit Organizations: Democracy, Inclusion, and Social Change, ed. Angela 

Eikenberry, Roseanne Mirabella, and Billie Sandberg.(Irvine: Melvin & Leigh, forthcoming). 
55 Amy Gutmann, ‘Freedom of association: An introductory essay, in Freedom of Association, ed. Amy 

Guttman, (London: Princeton University Press, 1998, 6. 
56 Mark Granovetter, ‘The strength of weak ties’, American Journal of Sociology, 78, no. 6 (1978), 1360-1380. 
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The above examination of civil society in Ankh-Morpork has attempted to demonstrate how 

it is presented, setting out ways in which it acts in the political or social spheres, and whether 

it is contested or consensual. Generally, the contestation comes from political involvement 

and the consensual work is ‘regular’ charitable work. There is little social innovation in civil 

society, much of which comes from the state actors —the renewal of the Post Office and 

Bank, the rebuilding of the Watch, or the private sector in the form of the emergence of 

newspapers, trains and wider industrial developments. Overall, though, there is a relatively 

dim view taken of the people in the in-between space of civil society. So, the Discworld 

books are full of heroes, but in a satirical swipe at traditional fantasy books, the heroes are 

more human (or troll, or dwarf), imperfect, or ordinary, than your traditional, 

Conan/Superman heroes. We have a cowardly wizard, an alcoholic policeman, a con artist, 

and a coven of unshowy grounded witches. These central characters are usually talented and 

smart realists, able to see the bigger picture of the action, predicting others’ actions. One 

thing that unites Sam Vimes, Granny Weatherwax, Rincewind, and Moist von Lipwig, in 

my view however, is that they take a relatively dim view of human nature and their fellows. 

One criticism that has been made of Pratchett’s politics as it is revealed in the novels, is his 

rather unwavering belief in the state. The technology writer Alex Hern points out on the 

Desert Island Discworld podcast that Pratchett’s classic liberalism (as opposed to radical 

leanings), is coupled with a belief in the police and that ‘common sense is the right way to 

run a nation, and that the people don’t have common sense, and elites do have common 

sense’57 —with elite meaning the technocracy of Vimes and Vetinari, not the illiberal elite 

of Lords Rust and de Worde. Pratchett’s stories centre on clever politicians and rugged 

police who can make people’s lives better, against a real world where these two institutions 

are often critiqued and shown up to be less than we hope for. Outside of these hero 

institutions (Vimes’ Watch, Vetinari’s government, William de Worde’s newspaper, von 

Lipwig’s post office and bank), the efforts of ordinary people in Ankh-Morpork to mutually 

come together to help their own lives are mixed in their effectiveness, with some unsavoury 

elements, silly or esoteric interest groups or clubs, and busybodies. ‘It sometimes seemed to 

William that the whole population of Ankh-Morpork was simply a mob waiting to happen. 

It was mostly spread thin […]. But when something happened somewhere it contracted 

around that point.’58 This view, taken by the snooty and aloof editor of the first city 

 
57 Desert Island Discworld, 2.4 Alex Hern and Night Watch. 

https://www.desertislanddiscworld.com/episodes/2-5-alex-hern-and-night-watch. Accessed 30 March 2024. 
58 Pratchett, The Truth, 105. 
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newspaper, is one that comes up frequently in the Ankh-Morpork novels, that ordinary 

citizens would become unruly in a flash. Vimes regularly outwits crowds and defuses 

tension: tension that bubbles constantly under the surface and appears instantly. So overall, 

I would argue the picture painted of civil society on the Disc is far from positive: collective 

action, outside of institutions led by ‘great’ (if somewhat damaged or unconventional) 

people, rarely gets presented as heroic, and instead, gets in the way of the smooth functioning 

of city life.  

In terms of presentation, it is also interesting to compare the two spaces where much civil 

society action takes place. We have, in Feet of Clay and The Truth, a wealthy elite plotting 

in well-upholstered armchairs —so that speakers are never quite identifiable— with brandy 

and cigars to lubricate the plotting. But at the other end of the spectrum, we have people 

who genuinely need others for the ‘getting by’-type of support that informal community 

action can offer,59 meeting or organising in run-down, temporary spaces, hidden away in the 

city: the Fresh Start Club, the Golem Trust, even the Golem’s themselves meeting in a cellar 

to deliberate their futures. There is a pattern of civic groups meeting in poky, lifeless rooms 

above shops, smelling ‘of old paint and dead flies’,60 with creaking floorboards and musty 

atmospheres. It speaks of community centres on wet Wednesday afternoons, horrible cups 

of tea, uncomfortable chairs pulled into a semi-circle, and the general despondency of ‘this 

is better than nothing’. The voluntary sector is full of these spaces and events, stereotypical 

places where civic life takes place, offering the support that’s affordable. The wealthy elite, 

a classic Pratchett enemy across the series, need no such spaces or even real personal 

community support, because they can afford to rise above ‘ordinary’ people’s problems. 

This is Pratchett sketching out the reality of resources at either end of the spectrum, 

especially addressing the unglamourous nature of much charity or community work, while 

also utilising them for humour; and at the other end, so comfortable, resplendent in luxury, 

but never happy, railing at the unfairness of the changing world, that is leaving their values, 

for so long thought of as superior, behind. 

 

Conclusions 

 
59 Lisa Mckenzie, Getting By: Estates, Class and Culture in Austerity Britain, (Bristol: Policy Press, 2015); 

Dean, ‘Informal volunteering’.  
60 Pratchett, Reaper Man, 97. 
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This chapter is the first attempt to draw together an analysis of civil society on Discworld, 

focusing on the voluntary organisations, social movements, and mutual aid that make up the 

thriving civic life of Ankh-Morpork. The city is a lively one, with all manner of groups and 

associations coming together to try and build fortunes, families, and communities. In the 

Discworld books that try and assess Ankh-Morpork’s wealth, like Jingo or Making Money, 

when foreign conflict is present or possible, one recurring idea is that Ankh-Morpork’s 

wealth is in its people. Like the Roundworld burst in urban living that took place from the 

1990s, cities have been reconfigured as places of work and play, a collection of dreams and 

nightmares, a mesh of social relations, and the key agglomeration of economic activity, and 

much else.61 Ankh-Morpork is the place everyone wants to be, not because it is rich 

necessarily, but because it is the place for a rich life. The streets aren’t paved with gold, but 

they are filled with Glod’s, living their own lives.62 The groups that are formed help 

characters find meaning,63 and ensure that others have fair access to rights or have a basic 

social safety net. These groups do everything from provide spaces where interested citizens 

can discuss silly vegetables they’ve grown, to contribute to the representation of various 

interested parties in terms of lobbying state policy. In that, there is much akin to the civil 

society that exists on Roundworld. 

Reorientating a framework from Evers, Von Essen, and Sanders’ works means we are able 

to start seeing which elements of civil society Pratchett has chosen to document, and those 

he has not. Civic action, when not led by a main Discworld character, can be a punchline to 

a joke, its smallness noted, building on the interfering busybody narrative, or a darker secret 

society, plotting against one of our heroes. 

In terms of future analysis of Discworld, an obvious next step is to cast the net wider, and 

to compare what civil society and mutuality look like outside of the big city, looking at the 

rural communities of Lancre and the more informal social economy within, or regions like 

Überwald for instance. The role of religious organisations within civil society, and the 

problem that increasing secularism at a time of neoliberal damage to communities has given 

people less reason to care about each other,64 means that looking at religious civic action in 

 
61 Phil Hubbard, City (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), 1. 
62 Not quite like the Klatchian city of Al-Ybi, whose Seriph, cursed by a dyslexic deity, found everything he 

touched turned into an increasingly bad-tempered dwarf: see Terry Pratchett Witches Abroad, (London: Corgi, 

1992), 17.   
63 Gary Fine and Tim Hallett, Group Life: An Invitation to Local Sociology, (Cambridge: Polity, 2023). 
64 Richard Sennett, The Corrosion of Character (New York: W.W. Norton, 1998). 
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the past (Small Gods) and the present (the rise of Anoia) on the Disc would be of value. In 

terms of contributions to voluntary sector scholarship, alongside other analyses, 

understanding how and why narrators choose to construct civil society in fictional worlds 

can help us know something about our world. 65 

For me, the main takeaway in this regard in Pratchett’s novels is that a world without civil 

society looks very thin: the natural density of the modern world is reduced if people aren’t 

filling useful, leisurely or moral activity into their lives when not in action in the spheres of 

the state, business, or family. A world without these intermediary zones would look weakly 

built, a land, rather than a world. Even if the reader doesn’t get much of a picture of what 

people are doing with their spare time in the Discworld novels, the peek we do get is the 

best example of how densely constructed these books are, and why readers immerse 

themselves in them again and again.  
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